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~ The Introduction

' The purpose of this paper is to examine how Aeschylus, the first
“classical dramatist recognized in the Western world, had dealt with the
theme of the evolution of justice in his Trilogy. The trilogy consists of
three successive plays, connected to each other by the common themes
they shared, the characters as well as the story with its time sequence.
“The three plays which also could be appreciated as individual plays are
(a) Agamemnon (b) The Choephori and (¢) The Eumenides.

) The intention of the study is to discuss how Aeschylus, by taking a
- popular story of the royalty, had put on stage these three plays involving
the various stages connected with the evolution of justice. The law he
deals with is the law of homicide. What he discusses is how each stage
in society dealt with the problem of man killing man. Starting from the
very first stage of revenge, he traces the development to the state where
the society takes on the responsibility of punishing the criminal. The
condition where a crime against an individual is considered a crime
committed against the society itself.

Justice

“What is Justice?” “What is the relation of justice to vengeance?
Can justice be reconciled with the demands of religion? Or the violent
forces of human emotion? Of Destiny? The questions would have been
‘a main problem for the contemporaries of Aeschylus as the religion at
the time ‘spoke with a divided voice’. The old and the new religion
were mingled together at the period. Aeschylus in his Oresteian Trilogy
examines three modes of divine Jjustice. They are (1) The old form of
Justice connected with the old religion in which the origin probably lies
with the worship of the dead and concerned with the Chthonian gods.
(2) The Oracle of Apollo - the transition stage where purification is
practiced. (3) The New form of Justice - the justice of Athene, expressed
in the authority of an established court of law.
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‘Therefore, as George Thomson, (Thomson G., 1973, p. 69) comments,
when we read the Trilogy we are in fact reading the growth of law through
the successive stages of social evolution.

The politics

It is the general belief that the Trilogy was written.and staged by
Aeschylus in order to impress the importance of the Areopagus as a court
of law .The mythical origin and the role of the gods in establishing it’s
function is highlighted by the poet. The Areopagus meant the hill of Ares.It
is a limestone hill situated between the Acropolis and the Agora in Athens.
[Pagos meant a big piece of rock.Areos , Ares or Erinyes. At the foot of
the hill was erected a temple dedicated to the Erinyes .In it murders used
to find shelter to avoid consequences of their actions.

Before the Classical period ( 5" cen B.C )Areopagus had been The
Council Of Elders of the city.It is believed that the council met on the
hill and thereby obtained the name of the hill for itself. Tt’s members
were restricted (o those who held high public office. This was also a
judicial body of Aristocratic origin. It’s power was enhanced by Solon
as the higher court of Greece.

The reforms of Ephiltes deprived the Areopagus of almost all of
it’s functions except that of a murder tribunal.

The Trilogy

The Oresteian Triology is written about the house of Atreus. Pelops
and Thyestes are the sons on Pelops. Thyestes commits adultery with
the wife of Pelops. Pelops as a revenge invites Thyestes (o a banquet,
kills his sons and makes him partake of their cooked flesh. According to
the ancient Greeks the sins he commits are as follows:

1. Shedding of kindred blood
2. Treachery to a guest.

The result is, a curse of the worst sort falls on the house. Atreus
was king. Thyestes had no power. The atrocious crime was not avenged
in Atreus’ life time, but his children and his children’s children suffered.
(Hamilton.E. 1969, p. 239)
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Inheriting the family curse, the son of Pelops, Agamemnon is faced
with choosing between sacrificing his own daughter or not going to war.
He chooses war. Circumstances compel himtodo so. As aresultof this
decision Clytemnestra, his wife, in vengeance kills Agamemnon.
Therefore, Orestes, their only son is bound by immemorial tradition to
exact vengeance for his murdered father from his own mother. The killer
had to be killed by the murdered person’s ‘nearest and the dearest.” He
is bound to avenge the killing according to the old form of justice.

One sin leads to another. When a murder takes place within the
family deeper problems are to be faced. When Orestes is compelled to
take vengeance for the murder of his father, he is forced to kill his own
mother, But when he does commit the deed, the furies are then set after
him. Aeschylus examines in his Trilogy, how the bonds of human life
and family are affected in carrying out this justice. Furthermore, how a
single murder could trigger of a series of killings - one leading to another,
when the responsibility of carrying out justice rests on a member of the
family. ‘The scale of Justice falls in equity; The killer will be killed.’
(Aeschylus. 145)

Manslaughter had not been a major crime which is to be punished
by the community at large (Thomson.G. 1973, p.30). In the tribal society
it had been common among men and it was settled by the clans which
the individual members belonged to. The obligation of the wronged
clan to kill the murderer was absolute and the nearest and the dearest
was to carry out the punishment, irrespective of the eircumstances of the

«case. But when the murderer is killed his clan is under obligation to kill

again. Thus the killings may last for generations. (Aeschylus 145-60)

Blood to drench another grave
From a different sacrifice
Hallowed by no festal joy-
Blood that builds a tower of hate,
Mad blood raging to destroy

Its self-source, a ruthless Fate-
Warring with the flesh of men;
Bloodshed bringing in its train
Kindred blood that flows again.
Anger still unreconciled
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(d) Apollo was the interpreter of Zeus according to the Olympian
religious tradition. Therefore his testimony is considered as
incontrovertible because it comes from Zeus. The Doctrine of
Delphic infallibility had been familiar at Athens in the Sthicen. B.C.,
but restricted by more advanced democrats. Belived that it used to
support an attitude to contemporary society which they regarded as
reactionary. Therefore the spectators at the city Dionysia in which
the drama festivals were held, addressing almost all the residents at
the city saw the doctrine vindicited and at times challenged. Drama
being the foremost form of mass communication at the period were
used to voice opinions and influence the minds of the public.

Athenians claimed that they were the first to establish laws. Of
these laws, the laws relating to homicide had been the oldest and the
best. And the conservative belief was that of all their legal institutions
the court of Areopagus was the most venerable. It was the overseer
of all things, and the guardian of laws. However under the democracy
the court had been deprived of it’s functions in cases of homicide.
The trilogy had been staged by Aeschylus to oppose the move and
remind the government of the value of the Areopagus in trials of
homicide. According to the play, it had been of divine origin.

(e

(f) According to comments made by Haigh (Haigh A.E. 1968, p. 57)
Aeschylus had never looked with approval on the extreme type of
democracy. The Areopagus which he holds up foradmiration is not
a mere court of justice but a deliberative assembly watching over
general safety of the state, The institution is essential to the
preservition of order. Though a friend of liberty, he wasreluctant to
entrust the citizens with absolute and unrestricted power. The
democracy he desired had been a moderate kind. Though the people
were accepted as ultimate masters administration should be carried
out by a selected assembly. In such a combination he hoped to find
safety from the ‘despotism’ of tyrants and oligarchies on one hand
and from the ‘anarchy’ of unlimited popular control on the other.

(g) Haigh (Haigh.A.E., 1968, p. 114) also comments on the closing
scene of the trilogy as the finest conceptions of Aeschylus: whether
regarded from the moral or the theatrical point of view. That it typifies
in the most beautiful manner the spiritual meaning of the play - the
eventual supremacy of mercy over justice.
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Thomson (Thomson. G, 1973, p. 245) also quotes the Pythagorean
view that this trial could be related to the bonds of human relationship.
That is, the universe rests on the supremacy of Mind over Necessity
effected by Persuasion. When this is translated in to the language of
mythology. they are Zeus, the Moiral and Athena.

(h) Arnott (Arnott.P.D., 1982, p.65) comments that the moral values
are eternally fascinating. Agamemnon was forced to choose between
public and private good. Clytemnestra sought vengeance for her
child though it meant killing of her husband. Orestes is duty bound
to avenge the father even at the cost of matricide.

(1) Krishna Chaitanya (Chaitanya.K, 1965) speaks of the story as
moving among the great moral idea of sin, punishment and expiation.
Punishment is the use of force. It is unavoidable in social life. But it
will be legitimate if it is administered impersonally and justly, if the
state can do this. There could be seen an affinity between the Greek
coneept of sin and punishment and the Indian doctrine of Karma, No
deed can be exempt from consequences and motives are the most
significant elements of the deed. Impure motivations can never help
them to get out of the iron ring of Karma. The great trilogy thus transforms
the old blind law of fate into the more rational concept of Karma. It
luminously reinterprets the law of crime and punishment of vengeance
in the light of reason and creates from it a more progressive social ideal.
Of this of course one has to remember that in Karma the punishment
falls only on the sinner. But in the Greek concept punishment falls on
the descendants as well.

Dodds (Dodds.E.R., 1951, p.33) provides an explanation to this.
The Greeks, according to him were not so unrealistic as to hide from
themselves the plain fact that the wicked flourished. In the Archaic Age

 the mills of God ground so slowly that their movement was practically

imperceptible save to the eyes of faith, In order to sustain the belief that
they moved at all, it was necessary to get rid of the natural time limit set

by death. If you look beyond that limit, there would be only two things.

(a)  The successful sinner would be punished in his descendants
or
(b) He would pay his debts personally in another life.



22 KALYANT: Journal of H and Social Seiences ...

On the other hand the suffering of the morally good was not overlooked.

Family solidarity was at it’s height. The family was a moral unit. The
~son’s life was a prolongation of his father’s, and he inherited his father’s
‘moral debts exactly as he inherited his commercial ones. Sooner or later
the debt exacted it’s own payment. On the other hand divine law, like
early human law took no account of the motive and makés no allowance
for human weaknesses.

(j) Bowra observes (Bowra C.M. (b) 1957, p. 125) that the Attic
tragedians were deeply concerned with current problems. They saw
them with a lofty detachment, but they none the less thought that
what mattered for their own generation was the right material for
tragedy. They transposed the disturbing problem and the passionate
disputes of the Athenian democracy to the world of ancient myth
and gave to them a distance and a dignity which made their issues
clearer and set them above the confusions of ephemeral controversy.
The theme was of first significance for Athens, the role of the state
as the champion of justice. To replace the old form of justice bya
system in which the state was an impartial arbiter was indeed a
momentous reform. Aeschylus saw, it's far reaching significance
and for that reason gave a prominent part to the gods.

Bowra in his *Ancient Greek Literature’ (Bowra C.M., 1968, (a),
p. 38) says that Aeschylus essentially thought profoundly and originally
about human destiny and his dramas were a mirror of his thoughts. But
his thoughts concerned man and he saw man in the light of a great vision.
So sharp was his sight, so human his judgment, that his creatures are
never puppets. Caught in acosmic plan, they remain living and individual.
They even make their own destinies. They are free to choose and their
choice decides their end. Aeschylus is a liberator, who resolved the
discords of religion without undermining religion itself.

The thought expressed by Dodds (Dodds E.R., 1951, p. 29)
provides an apt supplement to the above idea. The trilogy introduces us
1o a prominent characteristic feature of archaic religious thought.

The tendency to transform the supernatural in general and Zeus in
‘particular, into agents of justice, broadly speaking, religion grows out of
‘man’s relationship to his total environment, and morals out of his relation
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) his fellow men. But sooner or later in most cultures there comes a
time of suffering and the result is that man projects into the cosmos his
 nascent demand for social justice. And when from the outer space
agnified echo of his own voice returns to him, promising punishment
ot the guilty, he draws from it courage and re-assurance. :

- The above discussion proved at what levels of depth Aeschylus

ad dealt with the theme of the evolution of justice in his trilogy. In
nclusion [ propose to rest my analysis with a quote from Peter D.
rnott. (Arnott.P.D., 1982, p.64)

*A great play is like an onion. The further we penetrate the more

cls, and each generation, examining them in the light of it’s own culture
beliefs finds something to admire. Superficially the trilogy is a violent
‘story of a primitive family feud. But it is much more than a tale of
~ vengeance. Aspect after aspect reveals itself as we search deeper.
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